The reasons for this most likely relate to changing drivers in academic publishing and the way scientific impact is measured, which does not necessarily favour taxonomy. Notably, in recent years we have seen a reduction in the number of comprehensive taxonomic monographs being submitted, something that the journal will probably have to contend with for the foreseeable future, as the pressure on most authors is to fragment research into smaller publishable units. Another possibility is that this decrease reflects a decline in taxonomic research (I will turn more attention to this in another editorial later in the year). However, on a positive note, there does not seem to be a decreasing need for taxonomy or systematics, or the use of the results of our research in other subject areas, nor the interest taken by the general public. Herbarium and university workers can attest to the many requests for information; for online database resources and queries; electronic floras and keys; and requests to give talks and workshops to special interest groups. For Australian Systematic Botany, we have decided that, despite a decline in the number of pages of taxonomy being published, above all we strive to maintain a high-quality journal and will not compromise on this.
To perhaps encourage taxonomists and systematists to submit their research papers to ASB, I would like to dispel some myths, which are based on some anecdotal feedback I have gleaned. It is possible that some authors think that Australian Systematic Botany no longer publishes traditional taxonomic papers, or that taxonomic studies based on morphological data alone are no longer acceptable. To address this, I think it timely to publish the current official journal scope of Australian Systematic Botany.
Scope
Australian Systematic Botany considers papers and critical reviews that aim to advance systematic botany and related aspects of biogeography and evolution of all plant groups, including fossils. Descriptive taxonomic papers should normally constitute a comprehensive treatment of group. Short papers on individual species and nomenclatural papers must contain significant new information of broader interest to be considered. Papers dealing with groups of unrelated species or miscellaneous collections of species are not considered. Numbered series of papers are discouraged. The prestigious L.A.S. Johnson Review Series is published. Other review articles will also be considered. (See http://www.publish.csiro.au/nid/150/ aid/393.htm.) I note in particular that the scope of the journal is broad and we do routinely publish traditional taxonomic papers. Importantly we will consider single taxon descriptive papers too, if the significance and quality of the research is high. There is also no mention of any requirement to have molecular data for systematics or phylogenetics (even if that is something I would encourage, given my own research interests and inclinations). Lastly, the journal will consider papers without imposing a length restriction, something that is unlikely to occur in most other international journals.
As for the journal performance during 2013, I have already highlighted the healthy impact factor, and ASB also boasts a rapid turnaround for papers, maintaining a very creditable time of only 42 days from submission to first decision on manuscripts, and a favourable publication speed of 108 days from acceptance until publication. This turnaround time particularly impresses me, given the relative complexity of most taxonomic papers, requiring checking and formatting, which from a production point of view creates certain challenges. At this point I wish to extend a very big thank-you to our redoubtable Nomenclature Editor, Brendan Lepschi (Australian National Herbarium), and also Peter Wilson (Royal Botanic Garden Sydney) for his assistance and as a source of second opinions. They both undertake critical work, checking names and descriptions for compliance with the International Code of Nomenclature for Algae, Fungi and Plants.
For an international journal we still have a majority of papers submitted from Australia, and as part of my role, I would like to publicise the journal and encourage submissions from other parts of the world, while maintaining our strong Australasian connections. Over the past year we have received a number of well-written papers that are only let down by the sampling methodology, which may be based on artificial groupings of species often due to a geo-political basis in the sampling boundaries, rather than a complete sampling of the taxonomic groups being studied. Unfortunately these papers are not within the journal scope, but this could easily be rectified by authors with some initial planning.
Finally, thank you to all our authors and reviewers, without your on-going support, the journal simply would not exist. In order to assist authors and speed up journal production, a new set of guidelines for formatting manuscripts is currently being prepared, and recently the online Endnote template for referencing has been updated (for this we are indebted to John Conran for his help).
As for where we are heading? Well, I do not expect to stray too far from the current journal direction, although I am particularly interested in publishing some relevant book reviews, topical review papers and points-of-view ('perspective') papers to stimulate debate. So watch this space and please feel free to contact me with ideas for papers and suggestions for the journal.
